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By then, there had been 2400 such attacks in 11 countries. In Syria alone, 60% of healthcare facilities had been damaged or destroyed, mostly deliberately ( Figure 1 ).
This 'abomination' so described is not new, but it is escalating. It has occurred since World War II in Sarajevo, Gaza, Chechnya and Bujumbura to name but a few places.
While ISIS publicly flaunt their perverse theocratic belligerence and announce their atrocities, government authorities perpetrate theirs under cover of secrecy, error, proxy or plain denial. Furthermore, anti-terrorism laws are used effectively to criminalise medical aid to the opposition. 2 Indeed, armed conflict and undeclared wars have evolved from open battlefields to urban zones, from gunfights to mass destruction by air, and the minority of wounded are in uniform. Far gone is the gentlemanly agreement to put forward a champion from each side 3 or indeed any adherence to the 'rules of war', promulgated by the Geneva Convention in 1864 (revised in 1949), which were even accepted, to some degree, by the Nazi terrorists.
Not only have individual healthcare professionals been assassinated, with almost 150 deaths in Syria directly attributed to torture or execution, 2 outlawed chemical weapons such as gas have also been used (which, of course, threatens everyone including healthcare personnel). Lord Lyon Playfair, Secretary of Science and Art to the Board of Trade in the UK government of 1854, advocating for the use of poison gas in Crimea, famously argued that killing by a chemical agent was no worse (and could be seen as inflicting less suffering) than by molten metal. 4 Gas was, however, rejected for use even by the Nazis because they believed it was more effective in defence than in attack. Its ghastly effects were seen in survivors in World War I and its victims' agony was well documented in Me´decins Sans Frontie`res (MSF) has repeatedly spoken out but dejectedly commented that the practice of targeting medical facilities has become the norm; 6 to increase the incentive for people to flee, attacks also include direct hits on schools, meeting places, mosques, churches and markets. The MSF's humanitarian specialist, Michael Hofman, has concluded that conventional armies are committing these violations far more than rebel groups. 7 War is therefore inflicted not just on people, but their very existence; political or economic domination is no longer the impetus, but rather total annihilation. Thus, the warmongers have taken on the mantle of the exterminators; though they may not strictly be charged with genocide, the methodology and purpose are similar. In February 2018, for example, a newly built, UK-charity-funded, underground hospital in Northern Syria was so severely struck by aerial bombardment that it was rendered unusable. 8 What has happened to humanity that respect for international rules of engagement in war have totally collapsed? Has George Bush and Tony Blair's attack on weapons of mass destruction so massively misfired to make them commonplace tools of war? Is this the harbinger of Armageddon in the 21st century?
The Defenders for Medical Impartiality plead, 'Headline after headline of attacks on doctors and airstrikes on hospitals remain just that: headlines. There is no accountability, as international governing bodies remain paralyzed by politics'.
